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Combating Cyclops: critical approaches to media literacy and popular culture in 
senior English. 
 
By Dr Anita Jetnikoff, QUT 
 
In recent press reports, the ongoing debate about low and high culture in English has 
reared its ugly head like Cyclops. A traditional, viewpoint, which privileges Literature 
over ‘everyday’ texts, like Cyclops, is rather one-eyed, since it is based on the false 
assumption that students are no longer studying the literary ‘classics.’ In this 
conservative argument, ‘low’ or ‘pop’ culture is represented as devoid of aesthetics or 
moral worth, whilst Literature supposedly paves the way for ‘truth and 
beauty’(Slattery, 2005, p. 10). All texts produced by a culture both reflect the culture 
itself  and the wider world in some way, (Moon, 2001, p. 72) and ironically journalists 
who in the manner of Cyclops, ‘forge the furious thunder,’ over the demise of the 
English curriculum present their work through ‘everyday’ textual forms. Perhaps a 
hidden agenda is to silence an informed critique of that ‘popular’ text – the 
broadsheet. If students are taught to read critically, they are better equipped to 
question opinions they might encounter in print and elsewhere. In practice, English 
teachers and students haven’t stopped studying Literature. Popular culture works have 
been included for study alongside, in conjunction with and juxtaposed against the 
literary canon. Literature is now approached differently. As English teachers we 
continue to study Macbeth alongside MacDonalds and Supersize Me.   
 
What the Queensland English Syllabus (2002) encourages us to do, is to pay closer 
attention to the contextual ways in which texts are socially circulated and used, and 
this must include literary classics as well as everyday and popular texts, including 
magazines, films newspapers websites and other new media. This paper will address 
some of these concerns, in part to assist teachers taking on the Queensland 2002 
Syllabus’ critical dimension and to arm them with some counter arguments to combat 
Cyclops’ reactionary club swinging. I will suggest in this paper some ways of  
studying print based popular forms, such as fashion magazines, alongside web based 
texts and Literary ones. Comparing and juxtaposing texts alongside one another, 
allows opportunities for students to investigate, read, view, write and shape their own 
texts whilst grappling with issues that may be important to contemporary young 
people.  
 
Why do we need to study media and popular texts in classrooms? I avoid the use of 
the term ‘mass’ media because people don’t always consume the media as a mass and 
we don’t really know what a ‘mass’ TV audience  of 30 million people looks like or 
what they take away from their viewing. There is no perfect paradigm for audience 
research available, but we can surmise from recent audience research, that audiences 
are ‘active’ rather than passive, since ‘they do not leave their histories at the living 
room door’ (Bignell, J. 2004, p. 265). TV represents a largely conservative set of texts 
in a largely private viewing space, although certainly interaction may occur in this 
space if it is shared. It is sometimes so private, however, that one person in front of a 
PC can watch TV or a DVD and not share their ‘viewing’ or ‘reading’  with anyone 
else. On the other hand, if we watch TV with our students in classrooms and study 
these with ‘everyday’ texts, such as popular magazines, we can open up these possible 
worlds to questions and critique and, yes, even appreciation. ‘Square-eyed’ kids are 
not necessarily narrowing their vision or versions of the world. They view these texts 
anyway, and probably much more often than they will ever willingly read the classics, 
so why not position media education alongside the classics in English classrooms? 
 
It is both interesting and important for children and adolescents to study media 
products because they present versions or interpretations of our world. Our culture is 
‘saturated’ with media texts, which are integral to our lives, and if we ‘teach’ and 
‘counter-teach,’ by deploying these texts, we can help to provide a framework for 
young people to critique their own culture and to form their own readings of the 
media as a reflection of their cultures and their worlds. The media provide a pivotal 
role in the democratic process because they’re very influential in defining our public 
concerns and our attitudes towards them. Students learn about the world outside their 
own community partially through the possible and sometimes improbable worlds 
constructed by the media. I am certainly not suggesting that media education is our 
‘means of salvation’ from ‘low’ culture,’ (Buckingham, 2003) nor that education 
needs to avoid texts of entertainment, play or pleasure. Neither am I advocating 
relying on the media for all our information, or entertainment. The program Chaser’s 
satirical look at US citizen’s ignorance of geography recently circulated as an email, 
exposed people’s ignorance of geography. In these vox pops, US ‘citizens’ were 
asked where ‘the next country that they thought should be bombed,’ was actually 
located in the world. Chaser’s art directors and writers had altered a world atlas, and 
designated Tasmania as South Korea and mainland Australia as North Korea and the 
pro-bombing interviewees commented that they had no idea that ‘North Korea was so 
big’. Some countries have in place draconian counter measures against mediated 
insurgency via highly protectionist censorship. If a democratic culture cannot be 
critiqued- how can it be challenged, changed or improved? It’s hard for us to imagine 
living in a world where ABC programs like Mediawatch, or the satirical Chaser were 
disallowed. Indeed Mediawatch presents a wonderful model of a serious mediated 
oral text which allows several ‘takes’ or reading positions on the same news item, as 
well as an insider critique of the discourses of media institutions. Involving students 
with such texts invites them to understand the relationship between institutions, texts 
and audiences (Buckingham, 2005, p.473). This in itself encourages students to 
become more powerful readers/ viewers and ultimately, one would hope more 
discerning consumers.  
 
Media also connect us to forms of social life beyond our own lives and communities. 
Films, TV and multimedia texts extend the possible worlds available to us outside of 
print. Also media texts such as televised or filmed ‘classics’ adapt and extend the 
worlds offered to us in print.  I have argued elsewhere that reading media texts 
effectively requires critical skills (Jetnikoff, 2005). Our students are already quite 
skilled readers/ users of popular texts.  Although they may sometimes slip into the 
‘model’ reading position offered by the text and read it uncritically, it is wrong to 
assume, as some critics of popular culture in the curriculum do, that young people are 
passive consumers (Luke, 1990; Livingstone, 2000: Buckingham, 2005). As teachers 
we can recognise the nature and extent of students’ knowledge of and negotiations 
with their culture and if necessary to challenge and where possible, to extend these 
negotiations. The Queensland English Senior Syllabus invites us to examine ‘text 
constructedness,’ in terms of discourses: attitudes, values and beliefs constructed 
within, through and around texts and this applies equally to media and literary texts. 
An anti-protectionist stance, which is supported by the British media scholars, David 
Buckingham and Julian Sefton Green espouses: 
 
Any text that we might choose to use in our classrooms will come already 
surrounded by assumptions and judgements about its cultural value, which 
students themselves will inevitably articulate and wish to debate.  The crux is 
surely that they should be able to question the processes by which such 
judgements are made, as well as their social origins and functions, as part of 
their study of text. And while we cannot avoid acknowledging the many 
differences between such cultural products, we do not believe that our primary 
concern should be to police the distinctions between them in the name of some 
arbitrary and unquestioned notion of cultural value. (D. Buckingham and J. 
Sefton-Green, 1994, p.4).  
 
For instance, if we encourage classroom thinking about issues of ethnicity, identity 
and the discourse of multiculturalism we might activate debates  about discourses of 
belonging and citizenship in English. Students might investigate immigration 
discourses alongside Australian news reports of detention centres through different 
media TV, newspapers and online.  The documentary series ‘Hybrid Life’ (SBS) or 
the documentary, Letters from Ali (Law, 2004), could be viewed in terms of 
discourses of power and belonging, alongside the poetic works of Ania Walwicz. A 
semiotic analysis of this literary extract for instance, where students trace through the 
text for words relevant to power and language in a migrant experience, can point to a 
discourse study of the same field: 
 
We were so big there and could do everything. When you have lots you know 
it. Lucky and lucky and money. My father was the tallest man in the world. 
Here we were nothing. There vet in the district and respect. The head of the 
returned soldiers and medals. Here washed floors in the serum, laboratory. 
Shrinking man. I grow smaller every day. The world gets too big for me. We 
were too small for this big country. We were so little. We were nothing. We 
were none and nought and no money. We were no speak.  
                                                  (Walwicz, A. in S. Gunew,1982, p.2). 
 
Tracing the lexical chains and their meanings in this text through close, operational, 
textual analysis fulfils the Queensland Senior English Syllabus suggestion that we 
take account of the social and cultural contexts of texts, the social purposes and 
effects of language as a social practice, as well as examine ideologies; the beliefs, 
stories, attitudes, knowledge and values that inform the characteristic practices of a 
social group and which inform texts as discourses. 
 
In Queensland senior English classrooms we are in the insouciant position of not 
having to teach to external exams. We can focus on divergent and transformative, 
reconstructive textual forms. In fact in senior units, the English teacher can use 
deconstruction to lead to reconstruction approaches and this includes developing ideas 
for teaching and learning about media texts by deploying and creating media texts and 
technologies. The Queensland English Syllabus draws from Cultural Studies as well 
as literary studies. The one-eyed anti popular critics, ironically writing in the 
‘popular’ press, latch onto the notion that one arm of this set of studies focuses solely 
on entertainment. At its heart, however Cultural Studies is always critical. Cultural 
Studies represents an interdisciplinary approach to studying our culture, which draws 
on various fields such as sociology, politics, economics, and semiotics. If a  a focus 
on cultural products can occur in the classroom, students might explore artefacts in 
the context of a global, techno cultural economy and historical context. In this way 
discourses of gender, ethnicity, class, religion, are to be taken into account in 
understanding how cultural products are conceptualised and represented (Peel, 2004 
p. 87).  
 
This means that in Queensland English classrooms, we can study supermarket malls, 
and aspects of leisure, national and international images markets, branding and logo 
culture, fan fiction, cartoons and indeed the very marketing of education 
(Buckingham, Scanlon &  Sefton Green, 2001 p.23). The contexts and production and 
reception of literary and media texts become ever more important as study foci. 
Rather than merely read the classics, we might invite students to consider why these 
texts became classics or continue to be read now. The literary life around texts can be 
studied, such as book festivals, writer’s week and literary awards and prizes, 
including the interesting top ten books competition run by ABC TV in 2004, where 
Lord of the Rings just pipped The Bible as the most popular text! This is an interesting 
phenomenon, which may say less about reading the habits of Australians than it does 
about the demographics of the dedicated ABC viewer.  
 
Combining the cultural dimension with literary study, means we take an eclectic 
approach to textual study, including study of genres, close operational and critical 
work. The table below offers some focus questions, covering the three strands, 
cultural, operational and critical, which we might ask our students to understand in 
relation to media texts.  
 
Table 1- Some focus questions covering the three strands of the Queensland 
Syllabus 
 
2002 Senior 
English Syllabus 
Strand  
Possible 
Language focus
Some possible questions 
Texts in contexts • range of 
social 
purposes 
and genres 
•  cultural 
and 
intertextual 
relationship
s 
•  generic 
patterns and 
conventions
• Why was this written/ 
created and for what 
purpose?  (eg: to entertain/ 
to cause the reader to 
reflect/ to self disclose/ to 
promote/sell product or 
image?) 
• what else does this remind 
us of as readers? 
(intertextual connections) 
• How has the text been 
‘structured’- specific 
textual features: colours/ 
metaphor/ image/symbol 
etc/  
• Is it un/conventional? 
Textual features • possible 
focus on 
patterns of 
textual 
features 
• text 
production, 
and 
language 
choices-  
• purpose, 
genre, 
register 
variables 
• what patterns or choices of 
language have been 
deployed to create specific 
effects- (eg: visual &/or 
poetic images/ short, 
laconic sentences/ logos/ 
powerful realistic or 
unrealistic speech/ 
subversion of standard 
speaking/writing/?) 
• opaque view of world vs 
transparent 
Understanding 
and application 
of how and why 
texts have been 
constructed 
 
• possible 
focus on the 
interactions 
of genre, 
register, 
textual 
features and 
discourse, 
range of 
available 
reading 
positions, 
cultural 
assumptions
 
• how have the above factors 
worked together to 
construct an invited 
reading position or subvert 
existing conventions 
• What reading position do 
YOU take up as a reader 
(invited/ alternative/ 
resistant?) 
• what cultural assumptions 
are being made in the 
construction/ and in your 
reading of this text? (gaps/ 
silences)  
• What discourses are being 
articulated in this text? 
 
 
Some of these critical questions to some print media, can be applied here, by taking a 
close look at magazines and then see how this can be intertextually linked, via shared 
elements of the field or subject matter to electronic, screen based and literary texts. 
Magazines are powerful texts to investigate because our students do read and enjoy 
them. In my experience of teaching teenagers, it is can be easier for them to critique 
and/ or resist messages from texts outside their own, known, discourse domains. For 
instance, I can stand critically outside the discourse domain of a football match and 
wish they all had a ball! Girls may or may not resist the images constructed in Ralph 
or Inside Sport, more easily than they might in Dolly or Girlfriend and vice versa for 
boys. Magazine articles and advertisements aim to shape readers’ values, attitudes, 
beliefs, knowledge and behaviour, many of them by inviting readers into the ‘club’. 
Editorials often deploy a chatty, semi-formal register, using ‘we,’ as if the reader is an 
intimate friend or acquaintance. They are also a rich source of examples of the 
discourses assumed to be shared by members of the ‘target’ group of readers. A case 
in point is the glossy fashion magazine Marie Claire, which although targeted at post 
teen readers, a colleague teaching in the private school system claims her senior girls 
read regularly. 
 
Marie Claire is a wonderful source of the paradoxes promulgated by the 
juxtapositions/oppositions of words and images, which invite rich linguistic 
investigations. Students might investigate the fashion spread, one of the magazine’s 
many genres, and juxtapose this against a feature article (exposition) about body fat/ 
image and its relationship to cultural mores. One feature article is entitled: ‘You’re 
not fat, you’re living in the wrong country.’ The subtitle reads:  
 
A fuller figure is the ideal in more than 80 percent of the world, with many 
women taking drastic steps to fatten up. So they can attract a desirable 
husband. We look at four cultures that worship big women. (Marie Claire, 
1998, p. 70) 
 
The opening page is read against a double page spread of corpulent, middle aged and 
elderly Indian women bathing in orange saris in a River. The caption beneath the 
main photograph explains, ‘the older, larger generation of Indian women worry about 
their daughters adopting the Western concept of beauty’. (Marie Claire, 1998, p. 71). 
 
 
 
In this article the magazine explores serious women’s issues, such as the cultural 
construction of body image, but it also paradoxically fills most of its pages with 
images of pencil-thin women. This is typical of this text type- the fashion magazines, 
which reflects and constructs the current cultural construction of Western, feminine 
beauty. The reader must negotiate between this feature article which celebrates 
cultures where body fat is revered and the bulk of advertised images and the fashion 
spreads in the magazine. Contradictory discourses in popular magazines have been 
studied previously, in relation to romance fiction (Gilbert and Taylor, 1991) yet 
advertisements and feature articles also provide excellent deconstructive material for 
the language classroom. 
 
 It is easy to construct a set of binary oppositions of texts such as fashion spreads and 
advertisements using semiotic tools. While this is a good starting place, an 
investigation which leads to more complex, multilayered interpretations may be more 
fruitful. The article itself may be deconstructed as relying on stereotypes. A 
psychologist friend in Fiji, for instance, is currently working with young, anorexic 
Fijian-Indian girls, for whom slender, Bollywood stars present unattainable body 
images of slimness. This is prevalent In India also (Parekh, 2006). The notions of 
culture, body image and postcolonial discourse may be explored by comparing the 
information in the article with a fashion spread which appears later in the same 
magazine (pp 136-137). A semiotic analysis begins to articulate the opposing 
discourses offered by the article and the fashion spread.  
 
Alternative and resistant readings to those invited by the juxtaposed images in the text 
can also be explored. By deploying simple semiotics, students might deconstruct the 
images and signs denotatively and connotatively. The double page fashion spread is 
described in some detail here. The images are spread over two pages. In the invited 
and literal reading, on the left are three short, thin, grinning Indian ‘work’ men in 
shabby, dirty clothes. On the right, is a tall, thin, supermodel a glamorous, slim, tall, 
clean, elegant, white female model, dressed in a bright pink, pencil line, body-
hugging, sleeveless, cashmere dress. In a more connotative reading, the cultural 
assumptions we might ascribe to her are that she represents a Western feminine 
beauty ‘myth.’ We might also assume that she represents the wealthy, because of the 
context of the glossy magazine and the modelling of an expensive dress. The 
linguistic signs, (written words) accompanying the picture tell us that the pink, 
cashmere dress costs $800. In Hindu symbology, pink represents the colour of ‘love.’ 
 
If we look more closely at the visual composition, the young woman is 
‘foregrounded’ and she does not deign to look at the Indian men on the opposite page, 
nor does she look into the camera; her chin is turned up and her gaze averted from 
both the men and the camera. In fact the image associatively suggests depicts a young, 
elegant ‘memsahib’, the Hindi term deployed to describe white upper class, educated 
women in colonialist India (Iyer, 2004, p. 37). She is almost disembodied in the sense 
that the ‘mid shot’ stops half way down her legs, which gives the impression of 
‘floating,’ goddess like, against the orange background. Orange, or saffron, 
interestingly, in Hindu symbology is the colour worn by the sannyasin (a nun or 
monk), and represents renunciation. 
 
A denotative description of the Indian men in the photo might include the following 
observations; the men are not particularly beautiful, (unless only the faces are viewed 
independently of the clothing), they are dressed in daggy, dirty, torn, stained workers’ 
clothes; singlets, frayed hemmed lungis and dusty sandals and thongs. The men are 
grounded, and we see them standing on dusty concrete slabs, with their backs against 
an orange curtain, frayed at the seams. They appear to me on the other side of the 
curtain against which the model stands; the rough seam side.  The cultural assumption 
which can be ascribed to these men, is that they are poor. The composition and angle 
of the photograph (a long shot) depict them as backgrounded and their grins look 
directly into the camera. In my reading this looks like a ‘classic,’ colonialist portrait 
designed to subjugate the colonised ‘other’. Although depicted alongside the model in 
the double page spread, connotatively they exist ‘behind’ the white woman in every 
way- they are literally in the background, but they might also be behind the ‘seams’ of 
the fashion industry, perhaps sewing the very garments which turns the white model 
into something almost beyond human- almost a Goddess. 
 
The semiotic analysis I have just presented is my own partial reading, however, this 
could work as a ‘modelling’ exercise. Semiotics present a good set of initial, 
analytical tools, but these alone are not enough. Semiotic analysis is a fairly, 
‘teacherly’ approach and risks having the teacher become the fountain of knowledge 
in the classroom, which is actually a stance that literary traditionalists would like to 
repossess. By questioning the cultural values being constructed in this visual text, 
using some of the ‘focus questions’ above, (Table 1- Some focus questions covering 
the three strands of the Queensland Syllabus) however, we can produce a ‘resistant 
reading’ of this visual juxtaposition. Connotative and wider cultural meanings may be 
arrived at by mapping some graphical ‘silences.’ For instance, could it be suggested 
that these ‘othered,’ Indian men might represent the sweat shop workers who might 
have produced the knitted garment? Might they be smiling because they are laughing 
at her skinny body, since they come from a culture which, according to the 
magazine’s feature article, (Marie Claire, 1989, pp. 70-72) worships ‘big women’? Or 
could they be smiling because she represents those who are silly enough to be willing 
to pay $800 for a garment that might take just two seams and ten minutes to sew?  
 
To counterbalance such stereotypical representations, further work could be done in 
the classroom on deconstructing the images and representations of ‘masculinity’ and 
‘femininity’ in the magazine, leading to reconstructive work in the form of oral 
presentations, such as persuasive speeches on the topic of body image, culture and 
fashion.  Further intertextual work which explores the institutional dimensions of the 
text could also be edifying, for instance the representations of body image in 
advertisements, which help to finance the magazine’s publication. Online web sites 
can be accessed, such as ‘Completely Gorgeous,’ (www.filmaust.com.au/learning), 
which presents informative and entertaining body image advice for teens, by teens, as 
well as sub-menus on ‘Fashion Victims.’  The web site’s ‘fashion sub-menu’ is 
broken down into critical segments on ‘Models as role models,’ which examines the 
impossible and unhealthy standards of thinness portrayed by fashion models. 
Navigating through to the segment entitled, ‘Fashion Mag’ which deconstructs 
fashion, you can play a game where you can ‘dress’ a cartoon character, Hermione. 
Each garment you select to dress ‘Hermione’, has an information bubble about its 
sweatshop origins, or its retail price is set against the actual cost of making the 
garment. The segment on ‘Style Police’ features streamed audio files of teenaged girls 
talking about some of their body concerns. The site needs a free downloadable engine 
to drive the audio files, so within minutes, students could be interacting with the 
provocative, critical materials which balance the constructed world of the fashion 
magazine. This intertextual approach allows the absences or gaps in the fashion 
magazine to be exposed. 
 
This work can be extended by having students visit message boards and (anorexia 
support) chat rooms- http://www.anad.org/site/anadweb/. Students might reconstruct 
by researching and writing their own expository feature articles or editorial/letters 
responding to these images and ideas or comparing these with other magazines of the 
students’ choice. Combining a literary focus with this material on body image could 
include exploration through a whole class drama of the play ‘Wasting Away,’ 
(Young, 1993) which explores the awful disease anorexia. Various expository texts 
may be written or shaped as a result of this exploration through the medium of drama. 
I have found this to be a useful approach for secondary boys and girls at a 
coeducational school to counteract mediated images, without demonising the media. 
Certainly the media is not entirely innocent – there is much willing construction and 
promulgation of unsavoury material available to young people, especially via the web. 
However, whilst ever more accessible media texts and forms make their way into our 
students’ lives, we can encourage young people to stay one step ahead of these if we 
arm them not just with shields to protect against it, but with critical tools so ‘unpack’ 
and read these forms critically. I am not advocating media education as a saviour here, 
but as part of a possible set of critical and cognitive tools for students to learn to use.  
 
This work on body image in popular and literary texts might lead to intertextual 
investigations of social constructions of gender, beauty and power in other literary 
works. Links could be made by examining the ways twenty first century women are 
kept ‘under the thumb,’ by media-fed, self-starvation.  This is a different kind of 
bodily control  than that which the Victorian  social structure had over women’s right 
to choose their marriage partners in Jane Austen’s, Pride and Prejudice, either in 
book or film form (Wright, 2005). This is also evident in the contemporary film, 
Chadha’s (2005) Bride and Prejudice. The novel, Pride and Prejudice is still 
considered one of the top ten sellers in Australia, according to the top 100 books list 
produced by bookstore chain, Angus and Robertson. This might also reflect who is 
buying the books, rather than just who is reading them. Although on the Saturday 
afternoon that I viewed the most recent version of the film, interestingly a mixed-
gender, mostly adolescent audience, peopled the cinema. Jane Austen’s characters are 
often defined by their beauty, early in the novel, unfavourable comparisons are made 
between Lizzy and her sister Jane. Such literary descriptions could be compared with 
the filmic representations of the same characters as a way into analysing historical 
constructions of body image. This could also then be compared with issues of body 
images and underlying social structure operating in the Bollywood adaptation, Bride 
and Prejudice (Chadha, 2005) and how women’s choices and chances for life partners 
and gender interrelationships are constructed in rather different cultural ways in each 
version. Images of the prestige associated with corpulent, well fed, Indian women 
articulated in the earlier magazine work on Marie Claire might be contrasted with 
those operating in the Bollywood film text. These in turn might be compared with the 
body image work conducted in response to the fashion spread. 
 
Similar work can be done with textual constructions of masculinities Accessing the 
site <genderad.com> can prove fruitful if the teacher selects particular advertisements 
to juxtapose against one another. Deconstructing some of these easily accessed web 
based texts can help students discuss the ideological functions of the signs in the text 
and of the text as a whole in larger contexts, which helps students arrive at discourses. 
Here are some possible focus questions to ask of printed media texts containing 
gendered images: 
• What sort of reality does the text construct and how does it do so? (i.e. what is 
the relationship between the linguistic signs – words and the images, colours, 
shapes, positioning, camera angles)? 
• How does it seek to ‘naturalize’ its own perspectives? (eg: glamorous women 
as victims of violence, as in horror movies, or muscular, bronzed, males 
alongside the ubiquitous phallic symbol). 
• What assumptions does it make about its readers/ viewers? Can you describe 
the model reading audience? 
• Map the gaps and silences in the text, as modelled above in the Marie Claire 
fashion spread. 
• How is gender represented in these texts? 
• What would happen if the subject was of a different race- would your 
connotative reading change? 
• How do you respond to the text as a fe/male? 
• What is being promoted and how- is the product easy to see? Is it working for 
you as a reader? 
• What discourses (attitudes, values, and beliefs) are being articulated in this 
text and how closely do these align with your own? 
 
Finally how do such versions of masculinity stand up against the young male 
characters constructed in fictional works, such as the coming of age novels, such as 
Nick Earls’ character Dan, in 48 Shades of Brown, or Blackie in Phillip Gwynne’s 
novels Deadly Unna and Nukkin Ya, or in the film based on the Gwynne novels, 
Australian Rules, or tall Mr Darcy and short Mr Collins in Pride and Prejudice? Any 
of these and many others of course, could be studied in relation to the gendered 
construction of body images in our culture’s literature. 
 
By allowing students the space to ask such questions of media texts, we can invite 
them to make their own meanings which may or may not align with their own 
experiences, or which may extend or challenge their thinking. Above all, as teachers 
we should not destroy the potential pleasure that students take in engaging with media 
texts. As a mother of a savvy, witty, adult son, who as a teen was addicted to 
Neighbours, and now laughs hilariously at the soapie The Bill has become, I know 
better than to do that. As Buckingham points out, instead of being protectionist, this 
approach can be seen as a ‘form of preparation’ for becoming powerful adult 
‘readers’ of the media, as a form of ‘democratic citizenship,’ whilst recognizing ‘the 
importance of students’ enjoyment and pleasure in the media’(2003, 13).  
 
I conclude with a literary text written by one of my erstwhile year 11 students, in 
response to studies of some everyday texts, which I published in the school’s English 
Department magazine. In this poem a keen grasp of literary satire reveals this 
student’s power to be a discerning consumer, both of literature and of popular culture. 
 
The food not eaten- a parody of Robert Frost’s, ‘The road not taken’ 
 
Two burger joints in a street once stood, 
And having seen them only on the ads 
I watched MacDonalds sell as fast as it could  
To wide-eyed customers, who strangely would  
Accept the latest mass-produced food fads. 
 
Then I spied the other, Hungry Jacks,  
Whose exterior bore only a different name,  
Inside, a clown in fluro dacks 
And wide-smiled girls in uniform slacks.  
The menu however was much the same. 
The only difference that I could find 
Between “MacSundaes" and "Hungry Muthers” 
Was their attempt to seduce all mankind,  
(They'd seem the same if you were blind)  
Food vouchers in one and sunnies in others. 
 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Ages hence, now years have past,  
Two burger points once stood and I –  
I went and bought myself a pie,  
And I know that I'll be laughing last 
 
Richard Hannay  
 
Giving students the space and the tools to read the media critically, to slip in and out 
of the model reading/ viewing position is tantamount to admitting that there is always 
more than one reading available. So instead of getting square-eyes, or seeing with the 
singular view of Cyclops, students of subject English can experience a more 
kaleidoscopic view that multiple readings of texts afford. This multilayered approach 
is encouraged in Queensland English classrooms. As a teacher who works with 
English and Media teachers, I am highly encouraged by that. 
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